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Enabling the Auteurial Voice in Dance Me To My Song (1997). 
D. Bruno Starrs. 
Despite numerous critics describing him as an auteur (i.e. a film-maker who ‘does’ 
everything and fulfils every production role [Bordwell and Thompson 37] and/or with 
a signature “world-view” detectable in his/her work [Caughie 10]), Rolf de Heer 
appears to have declined primary authorship of Dance Me To My Song (1997), his 
seventh in an oeuvre of twelve feature films. Indeed, the opening credits do not 
mention his name at all: it is only with the closing credits that the audience learns de 
Heer has directed. Rather, as the film commences, the viewer is informed by the titles 
that it is “A film by Heather Rose”, thus suggesting that the work is her singular 
creation. Direct and uncompromising, with its candid shots of the lead actor and 
writer (Heather Rose Slattery, a young woman born with cerebral palsy), the film may 
be read as a courageous self-portrait which finds the grace, humanity and humour 
trapped inside Rose’s twisted body. Alternatively, it may be read as yet another 
example of de Heer’s signature interest in foregrounding a world view which involves 
giving voice to characters marginalised by normative discouses and social practices. 
For example, the developmentally restricted and socially stunted eponymous Bubby 
in the film Bad Boy Bubby (1993) is eventually able to make a creative life as a singer 
in a band and succeeds in forming a happy family with a wife and two children. The 
mute little girl in The Quiet Room (1996) makes herself heard by her squabbling 
parents through her persistent activism. In Ten Canoes (2006) the Indigenous 
Australians cast themselves according to kinship ties, not the director’s choosing, and 
tell their story in their own uncolonised language. A cursory glance at the films of 
Rolf de Heer suggests he is overtly interested in conveying to the audience the often 
overlooked agency of his unlikely protagonists.  
 
In the ultra-competitive world of professional film-making it is rare to see primary 
authorship ceded by a director. However, the allocation of authorship to a member of 
a marginalized population re-invigorates questions prompted by Andy Medhurst 
regarding a film’s “authorship test” (198) and its relationship to a subaltern 
community wherein he writes that “a biographical approach has more political 
justification if the project being undertaken is one concerned with the cultural history 
of a marginalized group” (202-3). Just as films by gay authors about gay characters 
may have greater credibility, as Medhurst posits, one might wonder would a film by a 
person with a disability about a character with the same disability be better received? 
Enabling authorship by an unknown, non-abled bodied person such as Rose rather 
than a famous, able-bodied one as de Heer is, may be cynically regarded as good 
(show) business in that it is politically correct. This essay therefore asks if the 
appellation “A film by Heather Rose” is appropriate for Dance Me To My Song and 
whose agency, in telling the story (or ‘doing’ the film-making) is reflected in this 
cinematic production? In other words, whose voice is enabled when an audience 
receives this film? In attempting to answer these questions in this paper I draw upon 
Paul Darke’s concept of the “normality drama” (181) to argue that Dance Me To My 
Song makes groundbreaking departures from the conventions of the typical disability 
narrative. 
 
Heather Rose as Auteur. 
 
Rose plays the film’s heroine, Julia, who like herself has cerebral palsy, a group of 
non-progressive, chronic disorders resulting from changes produced in the brain 
during the prenatal stages of life. Although severely affected physically, Rose 
suffered no intellectual or emotional impairment and had acted in Rolf de Heer’s cult 
hit Bad Boy Bubby five years before, a confidence-building experience that grew into 
an ongoing fascination with the filmmaking process. Subsequently, working with co-
writer Frederick Stahl, she devised the scenario for this film, writing the lead role for 
herself and then proactively bringing it to de Heer’s attention. Rose wrote of de 
Heer’s deliberate lack of involvement in the script-writing process: “Rolf didn’t even 
want to read what we’d done so far, saying he didn’t want to interfere with our 
process” (de Heer “Production notes”). 
 
In 2002, aged 36, Rose died and Stahl reports in her obituary an excerpt from her 
diary: 
People see me as a person who has to be controlled. But let me tell you 
something, people. I am not! And I am going to make something real special 
of my life! I am going to go out there and grab life with both hands!!! I am 
going to make the most sexy and honest film about disability that has ever 
been made!! (Stahl “Standing room only”). 
This proclamation of her ability and ambition in screen-writing is indicative of Rose’s 
desire to be actively involved in the performance of a self disabled only by societal 
perceptions. In a guest lecture Rose provided further insights into her counter 
hegemonic intentions in writing Dance Me To My Song: 
I wanted to create a screenplay, but not just another soppy disability film, I 
wanted to make a hot sexy film, which showed the real world … The message 
I wanted to convey to an audience was “As people with disabilities, we have 
the same feelings and desires as others” (Rose “ISAAC 2000 Conference 
Presentation”). 
Rose went on to explain her strategy for winning over director de Heer: “Rolf was not 
sure about committing to the movie; I had to pester him really. I decided to invite him 
to my birthday party. It took a few drinks, but I got him to agree to be the director” 
(ibid) and with this revelation of her tactical approach her film-making agency is 
further evidenced. 
 
Rose’s proactive innovative approach is not just evident in her successful proposition 
to de Heer. Her screenplay serves as a radical exception to films featuring disabled 
persons, which, according to Paul Darke, typically involve the disabled protagonist 
struggling to triumph over the limitations imposed by their disability in their 
‘admirable’ attempts to normalize. Such normality dramas are usually characterized 
by two generic themes: 
… first, that the state of abnormality is nothing other than tragic because of its 
medical implications; and, second, that the struggle for normality, or some 
semblance of it in normalization – as represented in the film by the other 
characters – is unquestionably right owing to its axiomatic supremacy (187). 
Darke argues that the so-called normality drama is “unambiguously a negation of 
ascribing any real social or individual value to the impaired or abnormal” (196), and 
that such dramas function to reinforce the able-bodied audience’s self image of 
normality and the notion of the disabled as the inferior Other. Able-bodied characters 
are typically portrayed positively in the normality drama: “A normality as represented 
in the decency and support of those characters who exist around, and for, the impaired 
central character. Thus many of the disabled characters in such narratives are bitter, 
frustrated and unfulfilled and either antisocial or asocial” (193). Darke then identifies 
The Elephant Man (David Lynch 1980) and Born on the Fourth of July (Oliver Stone 
1989) as archetypal films in this genre. 
 
Even in films in which seemingly positive images of the disabled are featured, the 
protagonist is still to be regarded as the abnormal Other, because: 
… in comparison to the other characters within that narrative the impaired 
character is still a comparatively second-class citizen in the world of the film. 
My Left Foot is, as always, a prime example: Christy Brown may well be a 
writer, relatively wealthy and happy, but he is not seen as sexual in any way 
(194). 
In contrast to these examples Dance Me To My Song defies such generic restrictions: 
Julia’s temperament is upbeat and cheerful and her disability, rather than appearing 
tragic, is made to look healthy, not “second class”, in comparison with her physically 
attractive, able-bodied but deeply unhappy carer, Madelaine (Joey Kennedy). Within 
the first few minutes of the film we see Madelaine dissatisfied as she stands, 
inspecting her healthy, toned and naked body in the bathroom mirror, contrasted with 
vision of Julia’s contorted form, prostrate, pale and naked on the bed. Yet, in due 
course, it is the able-bodied girl who is shown to be insecure and lacking in character. 
Madelaine steals Julia’s money and calls her “spastic”. Foul-mouthed and short-
tempered, Madelaine perversely positions Julia in her wheelchair to force her to watch 
as she has perfunctory sex with her latest boyfriend. Madelaine even masquerades as 
Julia, commandeering her voice synthesizer to give a fraudulently positive account of 
her on-the-job performance to the employment agency she works for. Madelaine’s 
“axiomatic supremacy” is thoroughly undermined and in the most striking contrast to 
the typical normality drama, Julia is unashamedly sexual: she is no Christy Brown. 
 
The affective juxtaposition of these two different personalities stems from the internal 
nature of Madelaine’s problems compared to the external nature of Julia’s problems. 
Madelaine has an emotional disability rather than a physical disability and several 
scenes in the film show her reduced to helpless tears. One day when Madelaine has 
left her to her own devices, Julia defiantly wheels herself outside and bumps into - 
almost literally - handsome, able-bodied Eddie (John Brumpton). Cheerfully 
determined, Julia wins him over and a lasting friendship is formed. Having seen the 
joy that sex brings to Madelaine, Julia also wants carnal fulfilment so she telephones 
Eddie and arranges a date. When Eddie arrives, he reads the text on her voice 
machine’s screen containing the title line to the film ‘Dance me to my song’ and they 
share a tender moment. Eddie’s gentleness as he dances Julia to her song (“Kizugu” 
written by Bernard Huber and John Laidler, as performed by Okapi Guitars) is 
simultaneously contrasted with the near-date-rapes Madelaine endures in her casual 
relationships. 
 
The conflict between Madeline and Julia is such that it prompts Albert Moran and 
Errol Vieth to categorize the film as “women’s melodrama”: 
Dance Me To My Song clearly belongs to the genre of the romance. However, 
it is also important to recognize it under the mantle of the women’s 
melodrama … because it has to do with a woman’s feelings and suffering, not 
so much because of the flow of circumstance but rather because of the 
wickedness and malevolence of another woman who is her enemy and rival 
(198-9). 
Melodrama is a genre that frequently resorts to depicting disability in which a person 
condemned by society as disabled struggles to succeed in love: some prime examples 
include An Affair to Remember (Leo McCarey 1957) involving a paraplegic woman, 
and The Piano (Jane Campion 1993) in which a strong-spirited but mute woman 
achieves love. The more conventional Hollywood romances typically involve 
attractive, able-bodied characters. 
 
In Dance Me To My Song the melodramatic conflict between the two remarkably 
different women at first seems dominated by Madelaine, who states: “I know I’m 
good looking, good in bed ... better off than you, you poor thing” in a stream-of-
consciousness delivery in which Julia is constructed as listener rather than converser. 
Julia is further reduced to the status of sub-human as Madelaine says: “I wish you 
could eat like a normal person instead of a bloody animal” and her erstwhile 
boyfriend Trevor says: “She looks like a fuckin’ insect.” Even the benevolent Eddie 
says: “I don’t like leaving you alone but I guess you’re used to it.” To this the defiant 
Julia replies; “Please don’t talk about me in front of me like I’m an animal or not 
there at all.” Eddie is suitably chastised and when he treats her to an over-priced ice-
cream the shop assistant says “Poor little thing … She’ll enjoy this, won’t she?” Julia 
smiles, types the words “Fuck me!”, and promptly drops the ice-cream on the floor. 
Eddie laughs supportively. “I’ll just get her another one,” says the flustered shop 
assistant, “and then get her out of here, please!” With striking eloquence, Julia wheels 
herself out of the shop, her voice machine announcing “Fuck me, fuck me, fuck me, 
fuck me, fuck me”, as she departs exultantly. With this bold statement of 
independence and defiance in the face of patronising condescension, the audience sees 
Rose’s burgeoning strength of character and agency reflected in the onscreen 
character she has created. Dance Me To My Song and the films mentioned above are, 
however, rare exceptions in the many that dare represent disability on the screen at all, 
compliant as the majority are with Darke’s expectations of the normality drama. 
 
Moreover, the usual medical-model nexus in many normality films is ignored in 
Rose’s screenplay: no medication, hospitals or white laboratory coats are to be seen in 
her character Julia’s world. Finally, as I have described elsewhere, Julia is shown 
joyfully dancing in her wheelchair with Eddie while Madelaine proves her physical 
inferiority with a ‘dance’ of frustration around her broken-down car (see Starrs 2008). 
In Rose’s authorial vision, audience’s expectations of yet another film of the 
normality drama genre are subverted as the disabled protagonist proves superior to her 
‘normal’ adversary in their melodramatic rivalry for the sexual favours of an able-
bodied love-interest. 
 
Rolf de Heer as Auteur. 
 
De Heer does not like to dwell on the topic of auteurism: in an interview in 2007 he 
somewhat impatiently states: 
I don’t go in much for that sort of analysis that in the end is terminology. … 
Look, I write the damn things, and direct them, and I don’t completely 
produce them anymore – there are other people. If that makes me an auteur in 
other people’s terminologies, then fine (Starrs 2007, 20). 
De Heer has been described as a “remarkably non-egotistical filmmaker” (Davis 
“Working together”) which is possibly why he handed ownership of this film to Rose. 
Of the writer/actor who plied him with drink so he would agree to back her script, de 
Heer states: 
It is impossible to overstate the courage of the performance that you see on the 
screen. … Heather somehow found the means to respond on cue, to maintain 
the concentration, to move in the desired direction, all the myriad of acting 
fundamentals that we take for granted as normal things to do in our normal 
lives (“Production notes”). 
De Heer’s willingness to shift authorship from director to writer/actor is 
representative of this film’s groundbreaking promotion of the potential for agency 
within disability. Rather than being passive and suffering, Rose is able to ‘do.’ As the 
lead actor she is central to the narrative. As the principle writer she is central to the 
film’s production. And she does both. 
 
But in conflict with this auteurial intent is the temptation to describe Dance Me To My 
Song as an autobiographical documentary, since it is Rose herself, with her unique 
and obvious physical handicap, playing the film’s heroine, Julia. However, in an 
interview with Andrew Urban, de Heer apparently disagrees with this interpretation: 
Rolf de Heer is quick to point out, though, that the film is not a biography. 
“Not at all; only in the sense that writers use material from their own lives. 
Madelaine is merely the collection of the worst qualities of the worst carers 
Heather’s ever had.” Dance Me to My Song could be seen as a dramatised 
documentary, since it is Rose herself playing Julia, and her physical or surface 
life is so intense and she is so obviously handicapped. While he understands 
that response, de Heer draws a comparison with the first films that used black 
actors instead of white actors in blackface. “I don’t know how it felt 
emotionally to an audience, I wasn’t there, but I think that is the equivalent” 
(Urban). 
An example of an actor wearing “black-face” to portray a cerebral palsy victim might 
well be Gus Trikonis’ 1980 film Touched By Love. In this, the disabled girl is 
unconvincingly played by the pretty, able-bodied actress Diane Lane. The true nature 
of the character’s disability is hidden and cosmeticized to Hollywood expectations. 
Compared to that inauthentic film, Rose’s screenwriting and performance in Dance 
Me To My Song is a self-penned fiction couched in unmediated reality and certainly 
warrants authorial recognition. 
 
Despite his unselfish credit-giving, de Heer’s direction of this remarkable film is 
nevertheless detectable. His auteur signature is especially evident in his technological 
employment of sound as I have argued elsewhere (see Starrs 2008a). The first 
distinctly de Heer influence is the use of a binaural recording device - similar to that 
used in Bad Boy Bubby (1993) - to convey to the audience the laboured nature of 
Julia’s breathing and to subjectively align the audience with her point of view, her 
embodied experience. This apparatus provides a disturbing sound bed that is part 
wheezing, part grunting. There is no escaping Julia’s physically unusual life, from her 
reliance on others for food, toilet and showering, to the half-strangled sounds 
emanating from her ineffectual larynx. But de Heer insists that Julia does speak, like 
Stephen Hawkings, via her Epson RealVoice computerized voice synthesizer, and thus 
Julia manages to retain her dignity. De Heer has her play this machine like a musical 
instrument, its neatly modulated feminine tones immediately prompting empathy. 
 
Rose Capp notes de Heer’s preoccupation with finding a voice for minority and 
marginalised groups within the population who struggle to be heard and seen, stating: 
De Heer has been equally consistent in exploring the communicative 
difficulties underpinning troubled relationships. From the mute young 
protagonist of The Quiet Room to the aphasic heroine of Dance Me to My 
Song, De Heer’s films are frequently preoccupied with the profound 
inadequacy or outright failure of language as a means of communication (21). 
Certainly, the importance to Julia of her only means of communication, her voice 
synthesizer, is stressed by de Heer throughout the film. Everybody around her has, to 
varying degrees, problems in hearing correctly or understanding both what and how 
Julia communicates with her alien mode of conversing, and she is frequently asked to 
repeat herself. Even the well-meaning Eddie says: “I don’t know what the machine is 
trying to say”. But it is ultimately via her voice synthesizer that Julia expresses her 
indomitable character. When first she meets Eddie, she types: “Please put my voice 
machine on my chair, STUPID.” She proudly declares ownership of a condom found 
in the bathroom with “It’s mine!” The callous Madelaine soon realizes Julia’s strength 
is in her voice machine and withholds access to the device as punishment for if she 
takes it away then Julia is less demanding of the self-centred carer. Indeed, the film 
which starts off portraying the physical superiority of Madelaine soon shows us that 
the carer’s life, for all her able-bodied, free-love ways, is far more miserable than 
Julia’s. As de Heer has done in many of his other films, a voice has been given to 
those who might otherwise not be heard through significant decision making in 
direction. In Rose’s case, this is achieved most obviously via her electric voice 
synthesizer. 
 
I have also suggested elsewhere (see Starrs 2008b) that de Heer has helped find a 
second voice for Rose via the language of dance, and in doing so has expanded the 
audience’s understandings of quality of life for the disabled, as per Mike Oliver’s 
social model of disability (1983), rather than the more usual medical model of 
disability. Empowered by her act of courage with Eddie, Julia sacks her uncaring 
‘carer’ and the film ends optimistically with Julia and her new man dancing on the 
front porch. By picturing the couple in long shot and from above, Julia’s joyous dance 
of triumph is depicted as ordinary, normal and not deserving of close examination. 
This happy ending is intercut with a shot of Madeline and her broken down car, 
performing her own frustrated dance and this further emphasizes that she was unable 
to ‘dance’ (i.e. communicate and compete) with Julia. The disabled performer such as 
Rose, whether deliberately appropriating a role or passively accepting it, usually 
struggles to placate two contrasting realities: (s)he is at once invisible in the public 
world of interhuman relations and simultaneously hyper-visible due to physical 
Otherness and subsequent instantaneous typecasting. But by the end of Dance Me To 
My Song, Rose and de Heer have subverted this notion of the disabled performer 
grappling with the dual roles of invisible victim and hyper-visible victim by depicting 
Julia as socially and physically adept. She ‘wins the guy’ and dances her victory as de 
Heer’s inspirational camera looks down at her success like an omniscient and pleased 
god. Film academic Vivian Sobchack writes of the phenomenology of dance 
choreography for the disabled and her own experience of waltzing with the maker of 
her prosthetic leg, Steve, with the comment: “for the moment I did displace focus on 
my bodily immanence to the transcendent ensemble of our movement and I really 
began to waltz” (65). It is easy to imagine Rose’s similar feeling of bodily 
transcendence in the closing shot of Dance Me To My Song as she shows she can 
‘dance’ better than her able-bodied rival, content as she is with her self-identity. 
 
Conclusion: Validation of the Auteurial Other. 
 
Rolf de Heer was a well-known film-maker by the time he directed Dance Me To My 
Song. His films Bad Boy Bubby (1993) and The Quiet Room (1996) had both screened 
at the Cannes International Film Festival. He was rapidly developing a reputation for 
non-mainstream representations of marginalised, subaltern populations, a cinematic 
trajectory that was to be further consolidated by later films privileging the voice of 
Indigenous Peoples in The Tracker (2202) and Ten Canoes (2006), the latter winning 
the Special Jury prize at Cannes. His films often feature unlikely protagonists, or as 
Liz Ferrier writes, subjects that are “characterised by vulnerable bodies … feminised 
… none of whom embody hegemonic masculinity” (65): they are the opposite of 
Hollywood’s hyper-masculine, hard-bodied, controlling heroes. With a nascent 
politically correct worldview proving popular, de Heer may have considered the 
assigning of authorship to Rose a marketable idea, her being representative of a 
marginalized group, which as Andy Medhurst might argue, may be more politically 
justifiable, as it apparently is with films of gay authorship. However, it must be 
emphasized that there is no evidence that de Heer’s reticence about claiming 
authorship of Dance Me To My Song is motivated by pecuniary interests, nor does he 
seem to have been trying to distance himself from the project through embarrassment 
or dissatisfaction with the film or its relatively unknown writer/actor. Rather, he 
seems to be giving credit for authorship where credit is due, for as a result of Rose’s 
tenacity and agency this film is, in two ways, her creative success. Firstly, it is a rare 
exception to the disability film genre defined by Paul Darke as the “normality drama” 
because in the film’s diegesis, Julia is shown triumphing not simply over the 
limitations of her disability, but over her able-bodied rival in love as well: she 
‘dances’ better than the ‘normal’ Madelaine. Secondly, in her gaining possession of 
the primary credits, and the mantle of the film’s primary author, Rose is shown 
triumphing over other aspiring able-bodied film-makers in the notoriously 
competitive film-making industry. Despite being an unpublished and unknown author, 
the label “A film by Heather Rose” is, I believe, a deserved coup for the woman who 
set out to make “the most sexy and honest film about disability ever made”. As with 
his other films in which marginalised peoples are given voice, de Heer demonstrates a 
desire not to subjugate the Other, but to validate and empower him/her. He both 
acknowledges their authorial voices and credits them as essential human beings, and 
in enabling such subaltern populations to be heard, willingly cedes his privileged 
position as a successful, white, male, able-bodied film-maker. In the credits of this 
film he seems to be saying ‘I may be an auteur, but Heather Rose is a no less able 
auteur’. 
References. 
 
Bordwell, David and Kristin Thompson. Film Art: An Introduction, 4th ed., NY: 
McGraw-Hill, 1993. 
 
Capp, Rose. “Alexandra and the de Heer project.” RealTime +Onscreen 56 (Aug.-
Sept. 2003): 21. 6 June 2008. <http://www.realtimearts.net/article/issue56/7153> 
 
Caughie, John. “Introduction”, in Theories of Authorship, Ed. John Caughie, London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981. 9-16. 
 
Darke, Paul. “Cinematic representations of disability.” The Disability Reader. Ed. 
Tom Shakespeare. London and New York: Cassell, 1988. 181-198. 
 
Davis, Therese. “Working together: Two cultures, one film, many canoes”, Senses of 
Cinema, 2006. 6 June 2008. <www.sensesofcinema.com/contents/06/41/ten-
canoes.html> 
 
De Heer, Rolf. “Production Notes,” Vertigo Productions. Undated. 6 June 2008.  
<www.vertigoproductions.com.au/information.php?film_id=10&display=notes> 
 
Ferrier, Liz. “Vulnerable bodies: Creative disabilities in contemporary Australian 
film” Australian Cinema in the 1990s, Ed. Ian Craven. London and Portland: Frank 
Cass and Co., 2001. 57-78. 
 
Medhurst, Andy. “That special thrill: Brief Encounter, homosexuality and 
authorship.” Screen 32.2 (1991): 197-208. 
 
Moran, Albert and Errol Veith. Film in Australia: An Introduction. Melbourne: 
Cambridge UP, 2006. 
 
Oliver, Mike. Social Work with Disabled People. Basingstoke: MacMillan, 1983. 
 
Rose Slattery, Heather. “ISAAC 2000 Conference Presentation.” Words+  Undated. 6 
June 2008. <www.words-plus.com/website/stories/isaac2000.htm> 
 
Sobchack, Vivian. “‘Choreography for One, Two, and Three Legs’ (A 
Phenomenological Meditation in Movements).” Topoi. 24.1 (2005): 55-66. 
 
Stahl, Frederick. “Standing room only for a thunderbolt in a wheelchair,” Sydney 
Morning Herald. 31 October 2002. 6 June 2008. 
<www.smh.com.au/articles/2002/10/30/1035683471529.html> 
 
Starrs, D. Bruno. “Sounds of silence: An interview with Rolf de Heer.” Metro 
Magazine. 152 (2007): 18-21. 
 
----. “An avowal of male lack: Sound in Rolf de Heer’s The Old Man Who Read Love 
Stories (2003)” Metro Magazine, 156 (2008a): 148-153.  
 
----. “Dance Me to My Song (Rolf de Heer 1997): The story of a disabled dancer.” Ed. 
Mark Harvey. Proceedings Scopic Bodies Dance Studies Research Seminar Series 
2007, University of Auckland, 2008b (in press). 
 
Urban, Andrew L. “Dance Me to My Song, Rolf de Heer, Australia,” Film Festivals, 
1988. 6 June 2008. <www.filmfestivals.com/cannes98/selofus9.htm> 
